
December 5th marked the 70th anniversary of the establishment of the organization that is 

today the International Organization for Migration (IOM). Our history is closely linked to 

that of our founding member Austria, and based on strong partnerships. From the  

Hungarian crisis to the present day, IOM has been working with various stakeholders to 

shape migration in such a way that it benefits everyone ȓ migrants and the receiving  

society, the countries of origin, transit and destination. 

The post-war years - international solidarity for refugees and displaced persons 

After the Second World War, a solution to the unbearable situation of refugees and 

displaced persons in Europe and new perspectives for Europeans had to be found. With 

this aim, 19 states, including Austria, decided on December 5th, 1951 to set up a 

șProvisional Intergovernmental Committee for the Movements of Migrants from Europe 

(PICMME)Ț. This was the forerunner organization of IOM, and it had one major task:  

To promote international cooperation in order to  

enable people in Europe to emigrate to countries that 

were ready to receive them. 

 

Austria joined the provisional committee in 1952,  

initially for one fiscal year. In 1953, the constitution of 

the organization ȓ renamed the șIntergovernmental 

Committee for European Migration (ICEM)Ț ȓ was 

adopted, and Austria decided in the same year to  

extend its membership until further notice. 

 

A liaison office was set up in Vienna, and branches were 

established in Salzburg and Linz for cooperation with 

the federal states. 
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Austria is present when the "Provisional Intergovernmental Committee for the Movements of 

Migrants from Europe" (PICMME) is founded on 5 December 1951.  

© IOM 

https://twitter.com/IOMaustria


The Hungarian crisis 

Only a few years later, Austria and ICEM were put to the test: After the 

events in Hungary in October 1956, around 180,000 people fled to Austria. 

Several states agreed to support Austria and take in refugees, and ICEM took 

responsibility for the onward journey of 144,000 people. ICEM registered the 

refugees, took care of their medical treatment, and offered language courses 

and vocational training opportunities, working closely with Austrian  

authorities, the countries that were ready to receive them, as well as with 

UNHCR, the League of Red Cross Societies and Austrian NGOs. 

 

From European to global cooperation 

When more than 160,000 Czechoslovak refugees came to Austria in 1968 

following the șPrague SpringȚ, ICEM assisted around 40,000 of them to settle 

in a new country. In the 1970s, the ICEM, UNHCR and Austria worked  

together so that refugees, for example from Uganda, Chile, or Indochina 

could be granted protection in Austria. In recognition of its increasing global 

role, the organization was renamed the "Intergovernmental Committee on 

Migration (ICM)Ț in 1980 and finally the șInternational Organization for   

Migration (IOM)Ț in 1989. 

 

In the 1980s, IOM mainly helped Eastern European refugees to emigrate from 

Austria. The organization also supported Austrian development workers with 

flights and from 1990 onwards organized the return and reintegration of  

refugees from Chile living in Austria. 

 

In the course of the crisis in the Balkans in the 1990s, 13,000 people from 

Croatia and 90,000 people from Bosnia and Herzegovina found protection in 

Austria; Austria also took in around 5,000 refugees from Kosovo* in the 

framework of an evacuation program organized by IOM and UNHCR.  

Between 1993 and 2001, the IOM office in Vienna supported around 4,400 

Bosnian refugees in their departure and onward journey and worked with the 

Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) to help  

refugees in Austria and other countries participate in elections in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina as well as in local elections in Kosovo*. In 1999, IOM began to 

support the return of Kosovars from Austria in cooperation with the  

Austrian authorities, the federal states and NGOs such as Caritas. 

 

Since then, IOM has been active in various work areas in Austria, for example 

as a national contact point in the European Migration Network (EMN), in 

assisted voluntary return and reintegration, resettlement, the fight against  

human trafficking, and integration, but also in the context of humanitarian aid 

and development cooperation that is financed by Austria in other countries. 

 

All of these activities would not have been possible without our many  

partners. For this reason, we use the occasion of our șbirthdayȚ to say a big 

thank you to all of them! 

 

* References to Kosovo should be understood in the context of United Nations Security Council  

Resolution 1244 (1999) 
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Shortly before a charter flight organized by ICEM 

from Salzburg to Australia. 

© IOM 1962 

Red Cross volunteers distribute hot tea and coffee  

to tuberculosis patients emigrating to Sweden  

with the help of ICEM. © IOM 1957 



The event took place nine months after the BBU started with return counselling services. Mr. Andreas Achrainer, BBUȗs Chief  

Executive Officer, stated that one major challenge of these first months was the integration of employees from different organizations 

in one new agency. He emphasized that each and everyone involved could be proud of what has been achieved so far. So did  

Ms Elisabeth Wenger-Donig (MoI), highlighting that the Austrian return system is often cited as one best practice on the European 

level. The Ministry also took the opportunity to inform the participating return counsellors on the available reintegration programmes 

for returnees from Austria: 29 countries worldwide are covered by different reintegration projects; in 14 of these, returnees from 

Austria are currently being assisted in their reintegration.  

In order to continue consolidating and improving processes and 

standards in return counselling, three working groups had been 

established by the BBU and the MoI during the last months. The 

working group leaders from BBU and MoI presented first results 

to the audience.  

The afternoon of this yearȗs Return Day was dedicated to  

practice: The return counsellors participated in workshops on the 

Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration of minors and  

persons with health needs of physical or mental nature, and  

discussed standards and frequent challenges. These workshops 

were a teaser for trainings on the voluntary return of persons in 

vulnerable situations which IOM will offer in 2022. All stakeholders 

are looking forward to continuing discussions and exchange with 

return counsellors on Return Day 2022. 

    Visit our website for more information on AVRR from Austria. 

NEWSLETTER 03/2021 

Marian Benbow Pfisterer (IOM), Andreas Achrainer (BBU) and Elisabeth Wenger-

Donig (MoI) met in Vienna for the Return Day 2021. © IOM 

Exchange during the afternoonȗs workshop sessions. © IOM  

 

https://austria.iom.int/en/assisted-voluntary-return-and-reintegration

